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Much debate has taken place recently over the potential for entertainment genres and 
unorthodox forms of news to provide legitimate – indeed democratized – in-roads into 
the public sphere. Amidst these discussions, however, little thought has been paid to the 
audiences for programs of this sort, and (even when viewers are considered) the 
research can too easily treat audiences in homogenous terms and therefore replicate the 
very dichotomies these television shows directly challenge. This paper is a critical 
reflection on an audience study into the Australian morning “newstainment” program 
Sunrise. After examining the show and exploring how it is ‘used’ as a news source, this 
paper will promote the use of ethnographic study to better conceptualize how citizens 
integrate and connect the increasingly fragmented and multifarious forms of 
postmodern political communication available in their everyday lives. 
 
 
 
When media academics think about the blending of news and entertainment they 
generally tend to think in one of two ways. On the one hand many will think about 
how entertainment and commercial values are undermining the possibility for news to 
serve a public good, while, on the other, many will – by invoking what are potentially 
                                                 
i The author invites correspondence/feedback, at:  
KG Z2-202, Queensland University of Technology 
GPO Box 2434,  
Brisbane, Queensland 4001   
Australia  
s.harrington@qut.edu.au 
Stephen Harrington – ICA 2007 
 2
“glamorous” examples – highlight the various times when the combination of news 
and entertainment is used to directly subvert and undermine deceitful or manipulative 
political strategy. And while that latter approach is very important, what we often 
neglect to consider, however, are the occasions when entertainment is incorporated 
into more mainstream forms of television news which play a more central role in the 
daily lives and routines of ordinary citizens. This paper is an examination of one such 
program where this is taking place: Sunrise. This Australian breakfast TV program is 
an excellent case-study of the way in which news and entertainment are being 
combined to superb effect for ratings success, but does so to ensure that it better 
communicates complex issues (e.g. parliamentary politics) to its audience. 
 
Rather than relying solely on textual analysis to examine the show, this paper devotes 
most attention to audience opinions of the program, which is one (extremely) 
important element that is often neglected when researchers extol the democratic 
possibilities of the hybridisation of news and entertainment. This paper examines 
some of the findings of a research study which explored the way in which Sunrise 
viewers watch, understand and ‘use’ the program as a source of news, and also 
includes interviews with key figures involved in its productioni. By analysing the 
show from an audience perspective this paper will therefore argue that it is becoming 
progressively more difficult to think about these popular forms of ‘newstainment’ in 
isolation. Instead, media researchers may need to begin building up a more 
comprehensive perspective of contemporary news shows through the use of 
‘ethnographic’ (participant observation) research techniques. 
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What is Sunrise? 
 
Sunrise is Australia’s most-watched breakfast television programme. Initially an 
unsuccessful thorn in the side of the Seven Network when it first began, it has grown 
to become perhaps the biggest success story in Australian television of the past few 
years: a show that has, notes one media commentator, “transformed breakfast 
television” in Australia (Meade, 2007: 13). Screening in what was once considered a 
timeslot of fairly low-importance, Sunrise has shown not only that news – and, more 
specifically, morning television news – can still be commercially successful, but also 
that when it is presented in a certain way it can have a remarkable connection with its 
audience. In fact, this program is an excellent case study for investigating the state of 
the contemporary news media, as it neatly encapsulates many of the pressing concerns 
surrounding the current state of the media and journalism (that is, questions over 
commercialisation, tabloidisation, the hybridisation of news and entertainment, and so 
on). And while breakfast TV itself is “a specific programme type and viewing 
context… [that] has received relatively little attention from media researchers” 
(Wieten and Pantti, 2005: 21), of the scant amount of attention paid to it, almost none 
of it has attempted to hear from audiences directly.  
 
Running for three hours every weekday between 6-9am (and from 8-10am in its 
Sunday iteration), Sunrise would be best described for an international audience as 
being not dissimilar to NBC’s Today show in the United States. On weekdays, the 
show is hosted by two main presenters (David Koch and Melissa Doyle – who are far 
better known by their nicknames ‘Mel and Kochie’) with a cast of secondary 
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presenters for the News (Natalie Barr), Sport (Mark Beretta) and Weather (Monique 
Wright)ii. Structured around its half-hourly news reports, Sunrise encompasses an 
enormous variety in the topics and issues it deals with. An adequate – but certainly 
not complete – description of the show would be to call it a news-oriented variety 
program which is, like much breakfast television, “constructed around the most 
extreme fragmentation” (Feuer, 1983: 16). For illustrative purposes, in an average day 
Sunrise might cover segments on the latest Hollywood gossip, the ongoing war in 
Iraq, ‘straight’ news about local politics or crime, the environment, or in-depth 
discussions about the latest sporting results. Indeed, it has become quite common for a 
band or music act to play live in the Sunrise studio, while at the same time one of the 
most popular parts of the show was the (now ended) segment called “The Big Guns of 
Politics”, which was a discussion featuring two of the county’s most powerful players 
in federal politics. 
 
 
 
Figure 1: Melissa Doyle and David Koch 
 
 
Adam Boland, the executive producer of the show, describes the format of Sunrise as 
‘newstainment’: 
 
ADAM BOLAND: It’s a clumsy term that a lot of people hate, but I love it, 
because, essentially, we’ve merged news with entertainment, and [are] 
extraordinarily proud to have done so. I mean the reality is that people can be 
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informed and entertained at the same time [and] it’s arrogant to suggest 
otherwise. 
 
‘Newstainment’ itself is arguably a very apt term to describe Sunrise. While it would 
be possible to consider Sunrise as a form of infotainment, that term, which suggests 
that news and entertainment were ever separate domains, also implies that 
entertainment either dilutes news coverage or ‘distracts’ viewers. The use of this 
(loaded) term probably does not accurately characterise Sunrise’s use of ‘traditional’ 
news and current affairs news stories – and their treatment in typically ‘straight’ terms 
– alongside entertainment. So, rather than thinking of the way in which the show 
‘infotains’ its audience, ‘newstainment’ is a more accurate description of the way 
Sunrise combines traditional ‘news’ items with entertaining segments. Newstainment, 
however, should not be confused with the sort of entertaining news presentation seen 
in, for example, The Daily Show: whereas that style of programming makes 
entertainment out of news, Sunrise is a far more rudimentary conglomerate of the two 
elementsiii.  
 
Whatever term one applies to it, this blend of entertainment and news has been a 
highly lucrative for the program. In 2003, soon after Sunrise was re-developed from 
its original (unsuccessful) state to its current form, its competitor – Nine’s Today 
showiv – averaged 267 000 viewers per day, with Sunrise well behind on 192 800 
(Warneke, 2005). By mid-2004 the lead changed, and, in 2007, a typical weekday 
sees Sunrise winning out by 389 000 to 257,000v – 50 percent higher than its rival 
which was once considered untouchable in the Australian breakfast television 
hierarchy. And although the show has clearly been an unexpected triumph for the 
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Seven Network, that success has not come without a fair share of condemnation. Of 
all the ways in which Sunrise has been criticised perhaps the strongest aspect of the 
criticism has been directed towards its role as a news program – that it has ‘dumbed 
down’ its approach, and that it trades heavily on news as a commodity.  
 
The axis of this debate over Sunrise has been the program’s hosts, who have been a 
focal point of the show’s impact on Australian popular culture and become a symbol 
of the show’s popularity, leading to suggestions that the show has caused a 
“Kochification of morning news” (Price, 2006) in general. This effectively suggests 
that the emphasis of the program has moved past its coverage of news. Instead the 
focus is now on the celebrity of those presenting it. Another related criticism of the 
show surrounds its commercial priorities, which is generally targeted on the show’s 
incorporation of advertising. This condemnation may well have reached its apogee 
when the show was deemed to have insulted ANZAC “diggers”vi by allegedly 
attempting to schedule a dawn service from Vietnam an hour early so that it could 
screen live on Sunrise on ANZAC day in 2007. The incident was so highly-publicised 
that it saw politicians Kevin Rudd and Joe Hockey end their long-standing 
relationship with the program, and it almost ended Adam Boland’s tenure as 
Executive Producer of the show (see Meade, 2007). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 2: Some examples of Sunrise’s incorporation of advertising 
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SUNRISE AS A ‘FORMAT’: ANCHORING MORNING ROUTINES 
 
Where Adam Boland sees the formula of Sunrise as ‘newstainment’, co-presenter 
David Koch thinks of the show as though it were a ‘news-heavy’ newspaper: 
 
DAVID KOCH: Mischa Barton is on the front page of [today’s issue of] The 
Australian. So you have the news section, you have the weather as we do all the 
time, and then you get on to the features… ‘Strewth’ is the gossip column… you 
know: “A hard-hitting newspaper having a gossip column? That’s not news!”, 
but this is Australia’s flagship national newspaper. That is what you call 
packaging a product up for readers, and we do exactly the same.vii 
 
It may indeed be this ‘packaging’ of a multi-faceted, highly fragmented product – 
creating a sense of ‘flow’ (or at least continuity) out of the various pieces (Wieten and 
Pantti, 2005: 35) – that caused the participants in this study to have some difficulty in 
describing the program in generic terms. One of the main problems the interviewees 
had was to find a single term that would encompass all the different aspects of the 
show – perhaps signalling the somehow unique nature of the program and the sheer 
number of generic elements incorporated into it. Some of the participants talked about 
the show in terms of its ‘genre’ (or, more accurately, its infusion of multiple genres): 
 
HALEY: Ahhhh, it’s a bit ‘Current-Affairs-ie’ I guess. 
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TOM: It sort of doesn’t fit into a genre. It sort of, like, takes a bit of a news 
program, and takes a bit of a lifestyle program, and, you know, grabs all of [this] 
other sub-genre stuff… 
 
BEN: I would say it was just a typical morning show, like any other. 
 
Other participants, however, were far more effusive – talking about the show in more 
abstract ways: 
 
LORAINE: Ummm, I think it’s really light. Like, it’s bubbly. 
 
GARY: It’s more generically aimed at the whole age, [to] everyone from 
children right through to older people, because their format is so much more 
fresh. 
 
One of the more interesting findings to come out of this research were the reasons 
participants gave for watching the show. On one hand many said they watched the 
show for its news coverage, while on the other, several participants said their sole 
reason for watching it was to be entertained. This would suggest the show’s blend of 
entertainment is not spoiling its ‘purity’, but is a real enticement for people with 
varied interests to watch the program. Some people even said that they just watched 
the show ‘because it was on’: 
 
GARY: Oh, personally, I watch it for the news. 
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TOM: [To be] entertained. 
 
DONALD: Well, I’m probably the other way around. I mean, if I do watch it, 
I’m usually trying to catch the news headlines and maybe the weather. 
 
ANITA: It’s just a good time of the morning… Like, it’s the better one on at 
that time…. And I used to [watch] it for the entertainment section. 
 
MICHELLE: I would say I watch it, firstly, for the news aspect. But yeah, they 
are personable characters, I suppose. I particularly liked the weather guy… 
 
Most of the participants did note the show’s mixture of entertainment and information 
by noting which of the two elements they prioritised over the other.  Haley, however, 
stated that she enjoys the program because of its combination of both the entertaining 
aspects and the degree of news presentation (not either of the two on its own).  
 
HALEY: Well, it works for me because when I do first get up I think that is 
when the entertainment things are [on]. And that’s when I’m the least… 
conscious. And so hearing about entertainment works. And as you sort of gain 
more consciousness you want the news, and the more, you know, intellectual 
subjects… and the more practical things, like the weather. 
 
Haley’s comment taps into another important requirement of the show; that is, to 
strike a balance between “structuring and sustaining household routines” (Wieten and 
Pantti, 2005: 22), while trying to fit around these routines. Gauntlett and Hill, who 
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researched television audiences extensively through the use of questionnaire-diaries, 
note this by concluding: “Breakfast time is usually very busy for most diarists, and if 
they do watch TV, it is only for brief periods, or used as background noise whilst 
other chores are being done” (Gauntlett and Hill, 1999: 24). 
 
DAVID KOCH: Our market is the breakfast market. That market is a mad 
house at that time of the morning – people are time poor, they have very set 
routines in terms of getting ready for work, or getting the kids off to school or 
whatever. And we’re grateful if they tune in for twenty minutes. 
 
In many ways morning television as a timeslot for viewers is very different to evening 
viewing. Industry ‘common-sense’ argues that people are far more distracted at this 
time of day and have little time to be watching television. Even though television 
viewing in general has often been seen as “a casual experience rather than an 
intensive one” (Ellis, 1992: 161-162), morning TV viewing is considered as a ‘glance’ 
experience perhaps moreso than at any other time. For those audiences who have 
either a full-time job or something approximating it, TV is assumed to be a voluntary 
“moment by moment” (Ellis, 1992: 163) distraction from other necessary activities. 
This is because the television audience at that time of day tends not to have limitless 
time to relax in front of the television. Instead, they have a range of activities and 
routines – “planned repetitions” (Feuer, 1983: 16) – in order to get somewhere else or 
start doing something else. The news ticker (see Figure 1, page 4) – which features 
headlines running across the bottom of the screen – is a very good example of this 
kind of ‘glance’ news viewing, as it allows people to still catch the main news 
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headlines (perhaps the most cursory of news items) should they be unable to view the 
television for a news bulletin at the top and bottom of every hour. 
 
Though television as a whole is faced with the fact that viewing is mostly casual 
and intermittent, in the case of morning TV this is a much more fundamental 
thing. Media use in the morning is blended into a household members’ particular 
style of getting up and getting out... breakfast television has consciously adopted 
the role of structuring and sustaining household routines, in order to become part 
of them. (Wieten and Pantti, 2005: 22) 
 
While Sunrise was generally seen as just another part of the morning routine for many 
of the participants in this study, in some instances it was also seen to help structure 
these routines by serving as a reference point for other activity. 
 
ANITA: The TV’s just going, and you just do what you do while it’s going. 
MICHELLE: And you’ll come in when you hear he’s about to talk about 
sport… 
ANITA: No, I come in for the Hollywood gossip. 
MICHELLE: And then you’ll come back out and go, “Oh, they’re on the news 
again, it must be 7:30 – I have to go to work”. It’s a good timing mechanism. 
 
The following exchange between Donald and his son Tom is indicative of the routines 
that the morning audience has to work around – and that programs such as Sunrise 
have to work with the best they can – but also goes to show that very few people 
actually get to watch Sunrise in its entirety. 
Stephen Harrington – ICA 2007 
 12
 
DONALD: See, one of the hard things about a show like that is actually, 
because it’s breakfast, you don’t sit around and watch it. You know, in a sense, 
you don’t sit around and watch it for an hour like you watch another show. Like 
you might even watch… something on the ABC… so, in fact, it’s hard to get a 
sense of, like, how much real content there is in it. 
TOM: Yeah, because you normally only see, like, half-an-hour… 
DONALD: You turn it on, and you go get the paper outside, you go to the toilet, 
you go and make your toast, and, you know, you sit down, you watch something 
or other, and you go have a shower and come back. So you don’t actually 
know… most people, unless they’re at home on holidays, or retired or 
something, probably don’t know what actually is covered over an hour, let alone 
the three hours [that] the program is on. 
 
For the most part, however, the participants noted that Sunrise wasn’t something that 
acted as a distraction from their morning routine, but that it had actually become a 
part of this routine: 
 
TOM: … When I was still at school, I’d get up, walk out, turn the TV on and, 
you know, make breakfast and eat breakfast while I was watching Sunrise. And 
sometimes I would just sit down for 5 minutes after I’d woken up – I couldn’t 
really be bothered making breakfast yet – but, yeah, I’d just get up and put the 
TV on and watch Sunrise while I was doing everything else. But it wasn’t really 
like [I was] getting up to watch Sunrise, or Sunrise [was] the central focus of the 
morning… it was just part of the routine. 
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THE ‘RADAR’: SUNRISE AS A NEWS SHOW 
 
DAVID KOCH: We’re communicators. We’re meant to communicate the news 
that people find interesting and want to take an interest in. 
 
While Sunrise can be thought of as many different things, its primary trade is still in 
news, and it does lay claim to much legitimacy because of this fact. Just because the 
viewing experience for most participants is generally not an intensive one does not 
mean that it is not a significant source of news, nor does it mean that it is not 
important to understand the way in which viewers ‘use’ the show in their lives. For 
most people, Sunrise was not seen as a thorough or ‘complete’ news source, but that 
was not really seen as what the show was supposed to be either. Most participants said 
that their main use for the news segments in the program was as a quick way of 
catching up with what has been happening, rather than as their most in-depth news 
source to satisfy their full range of interests. Another way of considering it would be 
that Sunrise was an everyday activity which had become part of the routine, of which 
news – that is, finding out what is happening around the world – was just another part.  
 
One of the most striking thing about the responses from the participants in regards to 
Sunrise’s function as a news program though was the emphasis they placed on the 
show as a key part of an intertexual media environment, which does re-affirm other 
research that has also indicated the apparently complimentary nature of various news 
media forms (see Dutta-Bergman, 2004). Because Sunrise often draws on other media 
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sources for its news (i.e. newspapers, online news) it offers, for many of the 
participants, a quick summary of ‘what is happening’, allowing for viewers to either 
follow-up on this information in another source, or wait for it to be covered in more 
detail on the program (that is, outside the half-hourly news segments). 
 
MICHELLE: Yeah, I rarely catch night-time news because I’ve got things on 
after work. So, yeah, I suppose Sunrise is the ‘radar’, and if something comes up 
that is of interest, then that’s when I will get on and check it on the internet at 
work – because that’s probably my next resource. 
 
BEN: I would say [it offers] general news highlights… but definitely I would 
get more local news from there. The thing is that I don’t read any local news 
[web]sites… pretty much the only local news I get is from Google News, 
because that realises I’m in Australia and gives me Australian news. And it’s 
sad, but that’s the only source I get Australian news from on a regular basis. 
And, the local news I usually get from Sunrise, and, once again, I will go and 
look for other sources as well… 
 
HALEY: No, it’s really not [my core source of news]. It’ll give you the 
highlights. And I’ll get my ‘real’ news by looking at everything: from the 
internet, or word of mouth… 
 
LORAINE: I think [it’s] … a light way of keeping [up]… ‘cos I don’t read the 
papers – I don’t seem to get time to read the paper – so that just touches on the 
‘what’s happening’ around the country.  
Stephen Harrington – ICA 2007 
 15
 
DOMINIC: It’s not detailed. ‘Cos I work at a newspaper, so I get detailed news 
from the newspaper, [but] in the morning it’s good to wake up and know what’s 
happened. 
 
ANITA: Well, they don’t go in depth really, but they do what they need to do 
for the morning, which is to give you a snapshot of the main events. And then if 
you want more in-depth [news] then you will buy a [news]paper, or you will 
watch the news that evening if you want to find out more. Because you don’t 
have time to sit there and listen to in-depth stories, and you just want to [have] a 
brief [update]… 
 
All of these responses would suggest that the show is a time-specific form of news. 
That is, because the viewers have such scant spare-time to watch the show, the 
program is effective in giving a range of brief news updates for those who are 
watching. Loraine, who stated that she wasn’t particularly interested in keeping up 
with every facet of the news generally, still stated that she likes the fact that Sunrise 
keeps her somewhat up to date: 
 
INTERVIEWER: So you don’t really watch it for the news? 
LORAINE: No, I want to know what the news is, in a sense, but if I was not 
there, or something else was happening, I wouldn’t be busting my energy to [see 
Sunrise]… you know what I mean? 
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As mentioned earlier in this paper, a common criticism of Sunrise surrounds its 
commodification of news, and that it presents news in a superficial manner. And 
while these arguments may have some legitimacy, this may point to some confusion 
between the brevity of many of the news items and their ‘depth’. David Koch thinks 
that the show, far from being inconsequential, simply does things differently: 
 
DAVID KOCH: If there’s one comment that gets under our skin, it is this so-
called dumbing-down of news. Now, everyone in the media is meant to be a 
communicator, and we present the news in a way that touches people and is 
understood by people [so] they don’t glaze over, and make it real. And the 
Lebanon one is a classic example – we cover what’s happening: the line from 
the UN, the line from the Israelis, the line from the USA, and everyone’s 
bombarded with that… and then we have our viewer telling us what it’s really 
like to be a human being there. Not Koffi Anann sitting in New York, or a CNN 
[reporter who’s] just walked out of the Hilton, this is one of them: a real person 
[saying] how they’re feeling hiding under their bed and hearing bombs go 
‘round. Now for us, that’s our way of doing it, and, I think, an incredibly 
powerful way – that’s a really approachable way. 
 
The concept of the show being ‘light’ was used fairly frequently by the interviewees.  
Having said this, however, this term may have actually been used in the sense that the 
show is easy to watch, rather than as a descriptor for the depth of the show’s content – 
a fact highlighted in the following exchange between Anita and her housemate 
Michelle: 
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ANITA: Quite easy-going and lightweight really. Like, it’s not a very serious 
news show.  
MICHELLE: It’s not serious, yet they cover pretty good issues. I know in 
recent times they’ve been really big on the whole energy efficiency, global 
warming and stuff like that.  
ANITA: That’s true. 
MICHELLE: But they do… like they did a thing on [Guantanamo Bay 
detainee] David Hicks the other morning. 
 
Implicit in this discussion, I would argue, is a difficulty for the audience in 
reconciling the priorities of ‘substantial’ news and entertainment that have 
traditionally been seen as in conflict with one another. The problem the viewers face 
is describing the show’s approach to news in a way that does not simply replicate the 
simplistic binary definitions (soft/hard etc.) that have come to be so common in 
debates over news and journalism in the late 20th and early 21st centuries. Because 
Sunrise eschews many of these simplistic divisions, participants found it very hard to 
articulate a conception of the program in a way that would be familiar to them.  
 
While the emphasis of the show does not seem to be on ‘soft’ news, it very heavily 
relies on the personal and individual impact of the news events. As personal and as 
audience-focussed as it is, the end product is quite distinct from much of the 
supposedly audience-focussed ‘tabloid’ news that so often populates television around 
the world. In fact, for every example that could be used to argue that the show 
diminishes the quality and substance of news discourse, there would probably be an 
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example of how the show actually engages with key political issues in a way that 
audiences would find easier to comprehend.  
 
 
Figure 3: Dancing with the Stars News 
 
Although, for example, on May the 2nd 2007, the program spent several minutes 
speaking to the winner of the previous night’s finale of Dancing With the Stars (Kate 
Ceberano) – which was effectively part of an ongoing network cross-promotion 
between the two programs – the show does also aim to inform audiences about the 
context and finer detail of major news events. The following excerpt from April 19th 
2007 is a good example, which features Sunrise’s foreign Affairs editor, Dr Keith 
Suter talking about gun control in the wake of the recent Virginia Tech shootings:   
 
KEITH SUTER: … The [USA’s] Bill of Rights… are the rights an American 
has against their own government. And, so, one of those rights – number two – 
is the ‘right to bear arms’. Now, the actual wording is a little ambiguous, ‘cos 
there’s a reference to having a militia… you need to have a good militia, 
therefore everybody needs a gun at home, so everyone can be called up instantly 
to oppose people who invade – they were still worried about the British and the 
French and the Spanish – or to be able to put down Indians or to be able to put 
down slaves. So it’s written right into the American constitution, and you 
basically can’t amend the Constitution. A few years ago they tried to amend the 
constitution to say women were equal [to] men – the ERA: ‘Equal Rights 
Amendment’ – and it failed. 
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MELISSA DOYLE: Wow. With the guns, how easy is it for people to actually 
get them? I mean, I guess this boy that conducted this shooting, he had a history 
of mental illness, he’d had a lot of troubles before, he’s a university student, and 
he’s got this massive amount of weaponry. 
KEITH SUTER: Yeah, but he had no criminal record… 
MELISSA DOYLE: Is it easy for anybody to get it? 
KEITH SUTER: No, no, he was fine – he was perfectly eligible. He had no 
criminal record, he was legally in the United States and he was an adult, so he 
met the basic criteria. They had no police record against him, he had no history 
of felony… 
 
 
Figure 4: Dr Keith Suter – Foreign Affairs Editor 
 
MELISSA DOYLE: So, anyone can pretty much go and whatever weapon they 
want?  
KEITH SUTER: Yeah! Providing you’re legally in the United States, and you 
don’t have a police record… and you’re, obviously, an adult. 
DAVID KOCH: And it won’t affect the Presidential campaign or anything…? 
KEITH SUTER: No, it won’t come up next year. No mainstream candidate 
will ever take on the gun lobby in the United States – it’s just too powerful. 
MELISSA DOYLE: Thank goodness our thinking is so very different. 
KEITHER SUTER: Let me just say… [Prime Minister] John Howard, when he 
speaks to George [W] Bush on this issue, is very strong on gun control. And I’m 
often critical of John Howard, but when it comes to gun control he’s very good, 
and he’s willing to defy the Americans on this issue. Because Australia is 
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leading the campaign against small arms, America is a major obstacle, and Mr 
Howard has raised this a number of times with the President. 
DAVID KOCH: Oh, good on him – let’s hope he does it again. And it’s 
amazing because across the border in Canada, they don’t have a problem with 
guns at all, do they…? 
KEITH SUTER: No 
DAVID KOCH: …even though they share a border. They’ve got gun control. 
Keith, thank you for that. 
 
What stands out in this discussion is firstly the degree of informality in the 
proceedings, evidenced by the natural or conversational approach to the questioning 
and lack of bewildering language. This could be a sign of Sunrise’s unique approach 
to politics, though may also point to a larger phenomenon: the turn towards what 
Baym (2005) calls ‘discursive integration’. The second aspect that is very noticeable 
in this excerpt is the analysis that Dr Suter offers for the viewer which would 
otherwise not feature in an ordinary news story. As one participant, Tom, rightly 
points out, these interviews (like the example above) are most often used to further 
flesh-out the issues on the news agenda and can helps to de-construct abstract 
concepts or complex issues: 
 
TOM: One of the things I’ve always noticed about the interviews and stuff is 
often they’re used to compliment the news. So, like, one of the news articles 
might be about the war in Iraq, and then they’ll get a political guy in to talk 
about the political position that the government’s in, and why they’re in Iraq, 
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and what they’re doing there, and why it would be good or bad for them to pull 
out and all that kind of stuff… 
 
And, while there have been many arguments (outlined earlier in this paper) that the 
show mainly spends its time devoting itself to immaterial news stories, this is difficult 
to substantiate when such a claim is actually examined carefully. In fact, the show is 
far from apolitical – its unique approach to ‘high’ politics probably singles it out for 
attack, but it is also what marks the whole program out as significant in the context of 
this paper. In particular, I would like to draw attention to a segment called “The Big 
Guns of Politics”: a segment which came in for a lot of praise from the participants in 
this research. Almost everybody involved in the study who mentioned the segment 
said they did enjoy it, for the most part this was because it is an in-depth discussion of 
current politics, but is done so in a way which participants enjoyed and could 
understand easily. 
 
Although, for those who aren’t familiar with Sunrise, it may be easy to think of the 
“Big Guns” segment as being Australia’s version Crossfire – the type of program that 
seeks to reduce political discourse into argument, with all the negative socio-cultural 
implications that this may have (see Tannen, 1998) – this is certainly not the case. 
This shows through in the following example from March 23rd, 2007, discussing 
Australia’s controversial industrial relations laws passed in late-2005, and opposition 
leader Kevin Rudd’s proposed plan for a new high-speed broadband network in 
Australia: 
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Figure 5: “The Big Guns of Politics": Joe Hockey (top right) and Kevin Rudd 
 
 
JOE HOCKEY: By the next election nearly one million Australians would 
have signed up to Australian Workplace Agreements [AWAs] and Kevin says 
he’s going to tear them up. How is that good for the economy? 
KEVIN RUDD: Well, we are going to get rid of them for the simple reason that 
they don’t get the balance between fairness and flexibility right. We understand 
what it takes to grow a business, and we know that employers out there require 
flexibility, but this balance has gone completely wrong… we’ve got a mining 
boom out there – virtually a one-off event in fifty years – a huge mining boom 
which is bringing a huge amount of capital into the country, turbocharging the 
economy out of the mining boom. But let me tell you, [when we] return to 
normal economic circumstances, people in workplaces are going to experience 
this up-front and cold – as some are already experiencing. 
JOE HOCKEY: (Smiling) OK, OK, OK, I tell you what I’ll do. I’ll send to 
Kochie, as an independent arbiter, the employment numbers in the mining 
industry compared with other industries, because it’s one of the smallest areas of 
employment. 
DAVID KOCH: OK. Alright, you send me your figures, Kevin, you send me 
yours, and we’ll get them checked out by somebody. 
KEVID RUDD: Sure. Happy to do that. 
JOE HOCKEY: Yeah! 
MELISSA DOYLE: OK, happy to do that. Next one… Kevin, I want to talk to 
you about our proposed broadband boost – I think most people… out there 
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would be saying “great, get something done”, but why raid the ‘future fund’ to 
pay for it when the government’s got a huge surplus? 
KEVIN RUDD: Well, what we’re doing with this plan is, first of all, creating a 
high-speed national broadband network and it’s not cheap. It’s going to cost, in 
terms of a government investment, up to 4.7 billion dollars, and we’ll do it in 
partnership, then, with the private sector. The question you raise is ‘how is it 
funded?’: two billion dollars of that comes from the government’s existing 
communications fund, the remaining 2.7 [billion] we’re proposing to take from 
the existing government holding in Telstra, down to about 17 percent. And why, 
you ask, do we take money from that? It’s simply this: we’ve got an investment 
on behalf of the people in one telecommunications company Telstra, which is 
declining, then we’re going to take that amount and put it into an investment in a 
new growth industry which the national economy needs. It’s equity for equity. 
DAVID KOCH: Yeah, no argument. But let’s explain to everyone what the 
future fund is. Both parties, both Labor and Coalition are guilty of creating this 
big black hole where you basically haven’t put enough away for the 
superannuation of public servants. Now, if a company director did that they’d go 
to jail, but a whole a whole series of governments do it. So the ‘future fund’ is 
trying to fill that black hole so that public servants have enough super in it. 
Kevin, why would you raid that? Because, you know, we would then start to 
think, “How many more times are you going to raid the future fund?” This is 
superannuation liabilities for public servants – 2.7 billion is four months worth 
of budget surplus – why raid pubic servants’ super funds? 
KEVIN RUDD: Well, firstly, when it comes to governments putting money 
aside for the future needs of superannuation for public servants, [Treasurer] 
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Costello hasn’t invented something new here… state governments in 
Queensland – Labor and Liberal – for decades have been doing this. 
DAVID KOCH: Yeah, that state – [a] red herring, forget it! 
KEVIN RUDD: No, it’s not a red herring…  
DAVID KOCH: It is. 
KEVIN RUDD: I’m just saying it’s not an innovation on the part of the federal 
government. On this one though, the… ‘future fund’ has as its objective to have 
sufficient funds put away by 2020 to meet the ongoing requirement for paying 
for superannuation for retiring public servants. That comes to this amount of 
money: about 140 billion dollars. There’s 50 billion dollars currently in the fund 
– our commitment is clear-cut and absolute: that amount will be met… 
MELISSA DOYLE: Joe? 
JOE HOCKEY: Well, any money you spend out of the future fund today, our 
kids and out grandchildren have to pay for tomorrow. So I have no dispute with 
Kevin about the broadband initiative: I think it’s good, but we are running 
surpluses, we are allocating money to this at the moment – if Kevin thinks we 
should allocate more money, well, OK, pay for it now – but don’t raid the kids’ 
money box. I mean, that is very important: it is money that we are putting aside 
to pay for today’s debts, and you just don’t raid that fund. 
DAVID KOCH: No it’s not. No it’s not. 
… 
KEVIN RUDD: We’re in continuing consultation with the telecommunications 
industry about the need to build this thing, and about the conditions which might 
be necessary for that to happen. 
JOE HOCKEY: Show me the money! Show me the money!! 
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KEVIN RUDD: (Laughing) We have Joe. I’m glad you support our initiative. 
DAVID KOCH: Hang on, Kevin, you’re showing us the look. Yesterday while 
you were in Sydney helping Morris Iemma’s campaign you really looked pretty 
spiffy in your new outfit for the technology centre – you looked like George 
Jetson there. 
 
Figure 6: Kevin Rudd – Fashion Victim? 
… 
MELISSA DOYLE: … shower cap, goggles, blue coat – Hmmm mmm! 
KEVIN RUDD: It’s a really good look. Can I just say, I’d rather do that than 
wear a pair of Speedos any day. (Laughter) If that’s the option Joe… I mean, I 
think Joe and I have a bi-partisan ticket here: this… federal election will be a 
Speedos-free zone. 
MELISSA DOYLE: (Laughing) Good to know! 
DAVID KOCH: We have seen both of you in a river in New Guinea [and] we 
don’t want either of you in Speedos.  
 
Here we have a discussion between Australia’s Federal Opposition Leader (Rudd), the 
Federal Workplace Relations Minister (Hockey) and the hosts of the program which 
moves from an in-depth discussion, to the semi-combative (e.g. Koch’s rebuttal of 
several comments) to a humorous discussion about Kevin Rudd’s outfit during a 
publicity visit. More interesting though is the underlying nature of the discussion. As 
is quite obvious through only the above transcript, the purpose of the segment is not to 
let the two politicians fight-it-out, but for each of them to air their opinions in a more 
relaxed and informal way (exemplified by Joe Hockey’s “show me the money” 
comments). This somewhat unorthodox coverage of politics also shows up in the 
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Sunday version of the program with the work of Mark Riley – the network’s chief 
political correspondent. Each week his ‘Riley Diary’ is a humorous and often highly 
entertaining analysis of the week’s political news. This quite relaxed mixture of 
politics and entertainment may well explain why Adam Boland argues that the show 
has far greater appeal to younger viewers as a news show than traditional television 
journalism. 
 
DAVID KOCH: … [Y]ou develop a product for a market, and I think that’s the 
big thing for us, and we take notice of our customers, and we do it in a way that 
they want. Why shouldn’t we? 
 
In fact, I would argue that Sunrise may simply be a case of commercial television 
news done well – because it knows its audience, and it knows how to communicate 
news to them at that time of day. Whereas many tabloid news and current affairs 
programs (at least in Australia) have argued their legitimacy by suggesting that 
they’re providing ‘what the market wants’, such a claim can generally be undermined 
by examining their falling audience figures (see Turner, 2005: 49-69). This would 
suggest that while these sorts of programs claim to know what their audiences want 
when it comes to news, they in fact may not know their audience well at all. Sunrise, 
on the other hand, seems to genuinely understand what the audience wants – showing 
that presenting news that the audience is interested in doesn’t necessarily mean they 
will solely focus on topics such as ‘rip-off merchants’ or new ‘revolutionary plastic 
surgery techniques’. Entertainment then is not a distraction, but a means for the show 
to relate to its audience. In some respects then the show has a purpose that we are 
very familiar with (i.e. ratings/audience success), but it hybridises traditional 
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considerations of serious/light, personal/political in a way that is unique to achieve an 
end result that seems quite constructive. 
 
The ‘conversation’ Sunrise engages in is both with each other (i.e. hosts, guests) and 
with the audience – arguably a very powerful approach to connecting with the public 
(see Harrington, 2005). What the people on show are doing, in taking a discursive 
approach, is reflecting the idealised family unit conversing in a domestic setting: not 
only in the casual nature of their approach, but also in their constant soliciting of 
viewer input/feedback. This plays out further in the heavy emphasis the show does 
place on notions of ‘family’ and ‘friends’, because in many respects the Sunrise team 
themselves are an extension of the viewers’ own family. In fact one participant, 
Loriane, who lives by herself, acknowledged that she watches Sunrise in order to have 
some sort of emotional connection to other people when away from work – so, for 
her, Sunrise and its hosts are almost a surrogate family when there is not a ‘real’ one 
present in the household. As nuclear families rapidly become a minority group, 
Sunrise not only helps to structure morning routines, but provides an informed 
‘family’ conversation about what is happening in the world when doing so literally is 
out of the question. 
 
At a time when ratings success stories on television are becoming more and more 
infrequent, Sunrise not only bucks this trend, but succeeds amidst the even more 
pervasive audience losses felt by news programs. It is not so much the raw figures that 
best account for the show’s important place in the Australian media though, but the 
way in which the show has seemingly made the most of what it has achieved. 
Sunrise’s ratings are far from enormous (to have over 400 000 viewers in a day would 
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be fairly normal), but it certainly punches well above its weight in terms of its 
political and agenda-setting potential. What is more startling is that, at the end of the 
day, all of this does come out of a very simple formula: knowing the audience, and 
listening to them. That the show could be considered somehow ‘extraordinary’ for 
taking this approach may well be a sad indictment of many journalists’ inability to 
understand, connect with and effectively communicate to the public. 
 
DAVID KOCH: And that’s the big thing with the media: where is the line that 
says that you don’t take into account the opinions of your customers? And who 
makes that decision? Based on what? 
 
 
CONCLUSION: HOW CAN ETHNOGRAPHY HELP? 
 
While trying to avoid clichés and clichéd conceptions of the show, the fact of the 
matter is that Sunrise is such a pastiche of news and entertainment elements that it is 
near impossible to consider it without also factoring in the other news-gathering and 
domestic activity into which the program is so firmly rooted. Perhaps Sunrise and 
shows like it should be thought of as part of a much larger fragmentation of TV news 
into a series of overlapping and complimentary parts across both the TV schedule, and 
across the many media types available to audiences in their everyday lives which they 
use to stay informed. On this point, I would like to quote Jeff Jones, who notes the 
following in his arguments for a “cultural approach to the study of mediated 
citizenship”: 
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In a single given day, a citizen might… read a newspaper in the morning over 
breakfast, watch a morning news show while getting dressed, listen to talk radio 
in the car while driving to work, read politically charged emails, scan a news 
magazine in the office lobby, hear a political protest song in the car, see a 
political advertisement on a billboard on the way home, watch a political drama 
on DVD during the evening hours, then turn to a satirical faux television news 
show while getting ready for bed, only to retire for the evening by reading a 
political biography. An examination of the interplay between these activities 
will probably illuminate how this complex intermixing of media affects average 
citizen understandings of and relationship to politics. (Jones, 2006: 373) 
 
While Jones here neatly outlines the need for a re-consideration of the ‘boundaries’ of 
legitimate political communication, it also gives an excellent indication of where 
audience studies of contemporary news may now need to move. This paper has 
suggested that Sunrise operates as an important foundation in a news media system 
that has always – but now perhaps more than ever – tends to act in a complimentary 
fashion. What is lacking here is a full appreciation of the extent of the overlap 
between it and other news sources. If Sunrise acts as a news ‘radar’ for many of these 
participants, then how effectively does it pick up on the stories that participants are 
interested in, and does it survey the world of news in a way that audiences can easily 
follow-through with? What we also need then is an account of media use that moves 
beyond mere ‘consumption’ to consider its continued use in experiences outside of the 
lounge room or the home. 
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Though we now have some idea about what makes Sunrise so popular, we really do 
know very little about how that program actually fits into the overall scheme of 
viewers’ lives. Do shows such as this generate real interpersonal political talk (either 
in person, online, or perhaps both?), or is this a mere fantasy created by those who 
have over-estimated the possible socio-cultural benefits of ‘newstainment’? Moving 
out further, would the experience of watching The Daily Show, for instance, be 
radically different for a news media ‘junkie’ as compared to someone with very little 
prior knowledge of what is happening in the world of politics? And, rather than 
relying on quantitative research methods to answer these sorts of questions (as social 
science would), I argue that the best way to research such questions would be through 
the advanced use of ethnographic research techniques. 
 
Although the term ‘ethnography’ when applied to media research is problematic in 
itself (see Turner, 1996: 158; Nightingale, 1993) – and I do appreciate its limitations – 
it perhaps best labels a set of research techniques that seek to investigate media 
consumption and the way it occurs in the lives of consumers, rather than medium-
specific – and text-specific – considerations that currently dominate the study of 
media audiences. Hartley (1999: 20) notes that: 
 
... [P]eople as readers and audiences make much less rigid distinctions between 
different media, and different genres or formats of media output, than do 
researchers. People are themselves multi-generic: they are simultaneously 
readers, audiences, publics and consumers. They don't turn from freedom-
loving, fact-seeking members of the public when reading or watching the news 
into fantasy-loving, thrill-seeking consumers when they become the audience 
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for commercial entertainment. News is itself a form of commercial 
entertainment, and people take their news where they can find it, which in any 
case is less and less [from] the front page of newspapers. Historically, daily 
newspapers are losing readers to other forms of media consumption, especially 
television; and news as such is becoming more porous to other generic forms of 
entertainment… 
 
Through a detailed trans-genre (and trans-media) study involving ethnographic 
research methods we could have a far better understanding about the way the 
multitude of fragmented media experiences and encounters in an average citizen’s day 
fit together in a complex informational puzzle.  
 
[W]e should also examine media and politics from the bottom up – that is, from 
the perspective of those who utilize numerous and multiple forms of media in 
their interactions with the world of politics… Not only should we study 
television, radio, film, and print media (newspapers, magazines, books, 
newsletters), but also their concurrent existence alongside new media (cell 
phones, websites, discussion boards, email, blogs and vlogs), alternative media, 
fax machines, music, comics, direct mail, videotapes and DVDs… For it is this 
intermixing of media forms that most closely approximates the way in which 
citizens employ communication technologies in their daily lives. (Jones, 2006: 
371-2) 
 
I fully realise, of course, that by making such claims I join a long list of media 
audience researchers who have lauded the potential salutary effects of ethnographic 
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media study but failed to put that enthusiasm into practice. As Schroder et al. (2003: 
63) point out, ethnography is “an approach praised by many media scholars over the 
last few decades and practiced by relatively few.” Indeed, it would have been nice for 
this paper to directly address issues involved in an ethnographic study, but participant 
observation poses such huge burdens on time and resources that it was simply not 
feasible to include it in the PhD study to which this paper refers. I also would like to 
note that this call for a widening of audience research has also been made several 
times before. In fact, leading cultural studies figure David Morley was even calling 
for something similar a decade-and-a-half ago: 
 
 “[T]he key challenge [for audience studies] lies in our ability to construct the 
audience as both a social and semiological (cultural) phenomenon, and in our 
ability to recognize the relationship between viewers and the television set as 
they are mediated by the determinances of everyday life – and by the audience's 
daily involvement with all the other technologies in play in the conduct of 
mediated quotidian communication.” (Morley, 1992: 197) 
 
So why, in 2007, am I rolling out the same arguments? Well, because they have 
largely not been seen to in the first place, despite perhaps being more relevant then 
ever. At a time of unprecedented media proliferation, now is probably the time to 
understand how citizens connect and interpret these fragments of news and political 
information they get from a range of sources as a whole. Audiences obviously do not 
(or cannot) view or comprehend news programs in a vacuum any more (assuming 
they ever did), so why should media research still treat television texts as discrete 
entities? 
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If Hartley (2000) is correct, and ‘Redaction’ – “the creative editorial practice of 
bringing existing materials together to make new texts and meanings” (Hartley, 2004: 
136, original emphasis) – is actually the future of journalism studiesviii, then we soon 
must better understand the complex relationships not only between the different pre-
existing knowledges on which ‘newstainment’ programs draw, but also the way 
meaning is transformed in the shift from the original to the ‘new’ (redacted) context. 
If we look at The Daily Show – which is probably the finest example of what 
hybridised news and entertainment can offer – perhaps the most significant part of 
that program is the way it repackages or ‘redacts’ pre-existing content (e.g. political 
coverage from C-SPAN or FOX News, and so on) to create new and often far more 
relevant (understandable, comprehensible, enjoyable) meaning for the viewer. But to 
what degree does appreciating the final product rely on knowledge of the original 
coverage of the event/issue? Does the meaning that a viewer takes away from a 
program like The Colbert Report vary depending on their familiarity with shows such 
as The O’Riley Factor that are being parodied? I do not know the answers to these 
questions, but a research posture that tries to understand the links between the use of 
various media texts and other activities in everyday life could help us have a superior 
understanding of this landscape of TV news so characterised by extremely complex 
textual interweaving.  
 
Although ethnography may have been ‘the next step’ in media research for a long 
time, this does not mean that we should not pay it careful consideration. This way we 
might more fully appreciate a media ecology which is characterised by diversity, 
fragmentation, genre convergence and complex profusion by and through various 
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communication technologies. Any ethnographic approach to contemporary news 
forms might only ever provide snapshots of the way audiences interact with news, but 
this is still the next vital step if we are to understand the way in which these programs 
are really ‘used’ by their audiences. Examining ‘newstainment’ in this way may end 
up rasing more questions than it answers, but such is the nature of good scholarship. 
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NOTES
                                                 
i All audience research for this study involved either individual or group interviews conducted with 
participants who were recruited via the ‘snowball’ method (see Schroder et al., 2003: 162). Where 
interviews with audiences are not fully spaced apart, this indicates that they have occurred in sequence. 
Interviews with David Koch, Melissa Doyle and Adam Boland were conducted in-person (in Sydney) 
by the author on August 11th, 2006. 
ii The show also has a ‘supporting cast’ of regulars, specialising in everything from parenting to 
‘gadgets’, from cooking to films. 
iii A neat analogy would be to think about it as an emulsion of oil and vinegar. While the two exist 
together, they generally stay separate. 
iv Not to be confused with its American namesake. 
v These figures were the 7am averages for each program on April 16th 2007.  
vi A colloquial term for Australian war veterans. 
vii Another aspect of Koch’s analogy here is that two of the participants in the study actually referred to 
the different parts of Sunrise as ‘articles’, rather than as segments, for example. 
viii This concept of redaction is applicable to a host of examples in contemporary journalism, 
particularly online news sites such as Digg.com – which does not produce new content, but instead 
allows its users to act as gatekeepers and, on a daily basis, determine what the most relevant and 
interesting stories are (Cohn, 2007) – and even Google News, which simply indexes other news sites. 
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